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and was a product of Babylon,1 but it was probably further
developed by Persian thought at the time when the empire of
the Achsemenids threw open to it the world of Western Asia,
Syria and Egypt. It would have been a miracle, had later
Judaism been able to entrench itself against the assaults of an
influence which beset it on all sides.

Nor, in fact, did it so entrench itself, for we can now no longer
doubt that there actually existed a Jewish gnosis from which
the various sects drew their nourishment. In all probability,
these sects sincerely believed themselves to be entirely orthodox
with regard to the Torah; nevertheless, they occupied them-
selves with esoteric doctrines which fostered their illusion2
by seeming to be in accord with a genuine legalism, while they
falsified its spirit by interpretations wholly alien to it. More-
over, in addition to the sects proper, all the great movements
of contemporary Jewish thought, whether Pharisaism or Essen-
ism, owed something to this gnosis,3 which had come, indeed,
to be the essence and mainstay of all religious speculation in
the East.

Concerning the nature of this Jewish gnosis, its content and
composition, we are reduced to hazardous deductions, such, for
instance, as may be drawn from Galatians and Colossians, and
hypotheses. There is something surprising in this lack of
material, for, while we can understand the disappearance of that
literature, esoteric if not actually hermetic, in which the thought
of these closed sects must doubtless have found expression,
it is not so easy to understand the silence of those Christian
writers who fought against the Christianizing gnosis, yet seem
forsooth to have preserved no accurate remembrance of it,
except of Simon the Samaritan and Dositheus. It may be said,
in fact, that to these two names they have attributed almost
everything of Palestinian gnosis which survived the destruction
of the Jewish nation.

The basic myth of all gnostic teaching concerning the nature
and destiny of man is always as follows : Mail is formed out of
a fusion of matter, which is the corporeal flesh, with a life-
principle, which is the spiritual soul. The latter is of divine
origin ; by accident it has fallen into the bondage of matter from
which it longs to be freed that it may return to its source, to

1  ANZ, Zur Frage nach dem Ursprung des Gnostizismus, in Texte und
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